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Summary: 


Piers is a traveller far from home. Felix is one of the greatest 
witches of his time. The two of them need to get to Lemuria 
for their separate reasons, but they need each other to get 
there. It’s not nearly as easy as either of them wish it was. 


Troubleman (Rewrite) 
Author's Note: 


e Inspired by Troubleman by sirpepperston. 





| had been debating with myself for a while on if | 
wanted to rewrite the beginning or just keep going with 
what | already had, and honestly I’m really happy | redid 
all that | had from the original version. When | had 
started this a little over 3 years ago | didn’t know where | 
wanted the story to go, and | only had a vague idea of 
what | wanted. Now that | know what | want and | have 
the skill the execute it the way | want, creating a better 
foundation for this story was what | needed. Also, going 
back to read my old writing was too weird Imao. Hope 
you like this newer version as much as | do, and if you 
don’t you can always go back and reread the original 6 
chapters, since | don’t plan on deleting those. This story 
has always been dear to my heart, and | know it’s dear 
to other people too <3 


He isn’t particularly afraid to leave home. He knows the rest 
of the world will be hard on him, and he’s prepared himself 
accordingly. He knows how to fight, how to barter, and how 
to get everything he needs over the long course of his 
journey. He isn’t afraid, and he isn’t unprepared. He’s just... 
disoriented. 


Piers is disoriented because, after all of his preparation and 
days already spent at sea, one earthquake causes one wave 
to send his one ship crashing onto one small beach. Okay, 
that’s a little upsetting, but not something he doesn’t know 
how to fix. No, the thing he doesn’t know how to fix is when 
some of the area’s locals find his washed up ship and him 


inside hours later... And in all their graciousness and 
generosity, they tie him up and haul him off without so 
much as an explanation. 


He doesn’t particularly enjoy when they parade him through 
town. There are around four or five men who carry him by his 
arms and legs through the main street, cheering and kicking 
up as much dust as they can to get the townspeople out of 
their homes to cheer and kick dust with them. He really isn’t 
surprised when he sees them gladly join in, red-faced and 
sneering. They all shout insults and curses at Piers, calling 
him a thief and a criminal. A dirty, disgusting pirate, he 
hears one of them say. He understands how different he 
looks from these people, with his long, bright blue hair and 
yellow eyes, but he also knows that there are people on the 
Outside who look like him. He just doesn’t expect his 
stomach to drop when he sees that none of these people 
yelling at him, cheering for his arrest or screaming their 
hatred, look like him. Piers tries to convince himself that he 
had passed out due to the crashing of his ship and he’s just 
having a terrible dream, and he gets about halfway 
convinced when they toss him in a jail cell towards the edge 
of town. 


The jail itself is hardly impressive. After they tear his 
traditional clothes from his body and replace them with 
tattered pants and a dirty long sleeved shirt, they dump him 
in one of the two cells they have. The ceiling leaks in front of 
the thick metal bars keeping Piers in, and something within 
the small building has died or grown mold, which gives off 
an overwhelming smell. And yet despite the rot, or the lack 
of space, or the lack of any real criminals, the people still 
find it in them to visit Piers. Well, “visit” isn’t the word Piers 
uses to describe it. For days, possibly weeks, people he’s 
never seen come to his cell to mock him with their freedom, 
practically prancing around the tight space and throwing 


things at him between the bars. The people of that town will 
make him pay for what he has done to them, whatever that 
iS. 


One day, during the many hours people spend tossing rotten 
food and rocks at him, someone throws what looks like an 
old hairpin. One of the ends is sharpened, clearly done so 
with the intention to cut him, and he quickly decides what 
he'll do with it. He hides it under the poor excuse he has as a 
bed, which is little more than a block of wood covered by a 
thin mat and a hard pillow. He thinks about the pin when he 
fears he might act out against the people who see him. He 
just needs to endure the rest of the day, and then he'll never 
have to worry about them again. 


That night he puts the sharpened hairpin to use. No guard 
has it in them to endure that smell inside the jail all night, so 
he’s free to try it until morning and so long as he can pick 
his cell’s lock, all he needs to do is take down anyone who 
guards the outside. Pressing his body against the cold bars 
of the cell, he reaches his arm through and around to the 
front of the lock. He slips the pin in and works away at the 
mechanism inside, remembering the days of his youth. He 
used to pick as many locks as he could find and 
consequently got himself into trouble every time, but it was 
a good skill for him to have. Both his curiosity and the lock 
picking, that is. While he picks the lock he thinks of how 
both traits have somehow gotten him to that exact moment. 


After some fumbling, the lock clicks open. Piers pushes the 
cell door outward, and for a moment he doesn’t move. He 
almost feels wrong about escaping, that these people are 
clearly happy that they had caught their “criminal”, despite 
them surely knowing he has never once committed a crime 
within their walls. He knows their hatred. Something painful 
has happened to them, and they want him to pay for it so, so 


badly that they choose to be blind to whatever truth there 
is. Then he casts his gaze back at his cell, with all of the 
things they threw at him still laying at his feet. He scoffs, 
pockets the hairpin, and leaves to retrieve what little items 
of his are still sitting on the table near the entrance. Of 
course none of his old clothes are there, but they had left his 
small medicine bag and the red cloth he had around his 
wrist before they took him in. He ties the cloth back to its 
usual place and looks inside the bag, grateful to see that 
every herb and antidote he had is still in its rightful place. 
Piers looks back at his cell, then up to the dripping ceiling, 
and lastly at the corners of the jail to maybe get an idea of 
exactly what’s rotting there, and he reminds himself that he 
has no choice but to escape. He has an important job to do, 
and by every god there is, he’s going to do it. 


He’s right about there being guards outside. Two men stand 
on either side of the entrance, looking out towards the town 
instead of in towards the door. No doubt to keep anyone 
from rescuing him, and Piers’s throat starts to close on him 
when he quickly realizes no one would have ever come to 
save him. He acts before the thought settles in. Piers has the 
upper hand for a moment, and delivers a swift punch to the 
jaw of the guard on his left. These men aren’t employed for 
no good reason, however, and the element of surprise 
quickly wears off. The left guard stumbles for a moment, and 
the right guard grabs Piers from behind by his biceps. The 
right guard is slightly taller than him, tall enough that when 
Piers flings his head back he can hear the sick crunch of the 
man’s nose behind him. The right guard’s grip loosens just 
enough for Piers to free himself in time to duck under a 
punch coming from the recovered left guard, which lands 
another hard hit into the right guard. The right guard falls to 
the floor while the left recovers from the sorry shock of 
hitting his ally, and taking that half-second he’s made for 
himself Piers sends a solid blow into the remaining guard’s 


abdomen, knocking the wind out of him. He grabs the man 
by the side of his head and slams it into the side of the jail, 
the man’s knees buckling under him soon after. Refusing to 
truly become the criminal the townspeople wish he was, 
Piers takes note of the shallow breaths still coming from the 
now unconscious men. They will live. 


Thankfully, their fight hadn’t been loud enough to alert 
anyone else, so the people will learn the next morning of the 
mistake they made by building the jail on the edge of town. 
Unfortunately, the hard part hasn’t even begun for Piers. 
The entire town had been built against a mountain, meaning 
he'll have to escape through the same way he was hauled in. 
He'll have to go past the houses of the people who hate him 
the most to escape through the town’s gates. 


It isn’t a straight shot out of the town, but it’s good enough. 
The jail was built a level beneath the rest of the buildings in 
a manmade pit, so Piers’s first move is to get out to the main 
street. One ladder sits to the side of the jail leading out from 
the pit, so that’s his only option. He knows it’s extremely 
rickety from the first time he went down it, back when he 
was forced into the jail. Take a step too hard and it can break 
one of the rungs... and if he had the time to break each one 
of them he would've. His anger is coming a little too close to 
boiling out of him. 


He has to keep calm, though. He just needs to get out of 
town and find his way back to his ship, and then he can sail 
far away from wherever he is. He'll tell stories of this town to 
the rest of the world, and return home to tell the same thing 
to his people. This town will never get the chance to do 
something like that to another person ever again, no matter 
what reasons they may have to do it. 


These thoughts of his nonviolent revenge keep him moving 
through the town, through patches of shade from the 
moonlight and torches that line the main street. No one else 
has been set up to watch if Piers should ever try to escape, 
and he figures they never expected him to. Like they would 
just get to keep their little criminal, their pirate , and he 
would’ve just gladly sat in that cell for them. What did they 
think he was, their fucking pet? He’s close to the outside of 
the town, just a little further down the main street and 
through the archway and he’ll be away from these people. 
He'll never have to see them or this disgusting town again. 


As soon as he clears the archway of the town, he runs as 
hard as his body allows. He spent a great deal of his younger 
years building his strength, should anything happen to him, 
and now it’s paying off. He’s fast, faster than any one of 
those people could ever hope to be, and he pushes himself 
further than he needs to. He runs far, and finds himself deep 
within a forest. In the dead of night, he doesn’t know what’s 
tree and what’s shadow. 


Unsure of where to go, he slows himself to a cautious pace to 
listen to the forest. He had grown used to the dense set of 
trees near where he grew up, but who knows what lives in 
these shadows. Bugs chirp, leaves rustle, and a cold wind 
pushes past his ears. He realizes just how thin his clothes 
are, and he hugs himself to get the tattered fabric closer to 
his skin. He’s quickly losing the warmth from running so 
hard, and he has no idea of how he'll get through the night. 
He could walk for hours and never find a way out. 


“It’s quite bold of you to enter the forest at a time like this.” 


Piers jumps. He whips his head around to find the source of 
the sound, but it’s like it went through him. Like the forest 
said it to him, rather than a person. He doesn’t dare to open 


his mouth, not to speak or even breathe, out of fear that 
whatever made that sound is going to crawl into him and... 
He doesn’t even want to think about what could come after 
that. 


“You're suddenly so pale. | haven’t scared you, have |?” 
There’s a smile in that sound, and not a good one. It’s 
human, Piers can tell now, but it’s still all around and 
through him. Humans can’t, shouldn't , be able to do that. 


“Show yourself at once!” Piers shouts back with far less 
courage than he wishes he has. Every cell in his body is 
telling him to run again, but where would he go? The only 
thing he can do is move further into the forest, further 
towards whatever is talking to him. 


“Do you think seeing me would help?” Once more the sound 
passes through him, and he hugs himself tighter to try to 
block it. His body hates the way it vibrates through his skin, 
past his blood, organs, and bones. His brain is racing to find 
an explanation for it, a dizzying storm of every book he’s 
read about the Outside, and it settles on something terrible. 
It’s dark and sick and rotten and dripping in tar, and it’s the 
only thing he can think about. His time away from home has 
found a terrible way to get worse. 


He swallows hard. Steels himself for the words he’s about to 
say. Somehow, maybe by the grace of some god, his voice 
doesn’t shake when he says, “You’re a witch, aren’t you?” He 
pauses when the weight of what’s come out of his mouth 
hits him but he can’t back down now so he remembers what 
he studied and says, “You’ve claimed this forest as your 
own.” 


There’s a pause from the voice, like it’s holding in a laugh. 
Like it’s intentionally laughing and trying to hold it in, and it 


wants Piers to be more afraid than he already is. What is 
wrong with this voice? 


“Yes,” it finally says. “I am a witch. Why are you here?” The 
voice is on the edge of accusing him of something, like it 
would narrow its eyes at him if it could, but the other edge 
of it is still light and relaxed. It wants to see him squirm. 


Piers refuses to let this... this thing see him be so vulnerable, 
so he ignores the question and shouts, “l'Il never be afraid of 
you, or your power! I’ve been told stories of your kind for 
centuries!” What he’s revealed in his last sentence hits him 
the second after he yells it. Shit, why did he say centuries? 


“Centuries?” And now it’s even more interested, why did he 
let that out? 


Piers feels the ice in his stomach, and he feels it reach down 
to his toes. The cold surrounding him is the last thing on his 
mind, but the cold inside him is painful. He feels like the fear 
could kill him, and he’s not about to drop dead in front of 
this witch. He’s not about to fail the mission he’s been sent 
on by his people. 


Before the witch can get another word out, Piers dashes 
through the forest once again, so far and so deep that the 
moonlight can’t even reach him. He’s flying past trees and 
things he can’t see, and he wants to believe that if the witch 
is following him then it can’t see anything either. He wants 
to believe the witch can’t see him. But he doesn’t believe it 
in the slightest. 


He doesn’t know how long he’s been running, but he hurts 
so much he can’t go any further. He can hardly feel below 
his knees, and his thighs burn. He breathes hard, doubled 
over when he should straighten himself up to get as much 


air as he can, but he can barely think past the pain. The 
adrenaline can only mask so much. 


A heavy amount of minutes pass as he regains his breath 
and he can think of something else. He can’t hear anything 
around him but the sounds of nature, and he hopes that he’s 
finally alone. He doubts he is, but he pushes that doubt 
down so deeply he doesn’t even pay attention when 
something else rustles behind him. He’s in the middle of 
wiping cold sweat from his forehead when he’s forced to the 
ground. 


Before he had left home, Piers had to research the Outside 
so he could be prepared for anything. After all, he had the 
future of his people on his shoulders, and they wanted him 
to be ready for whatever might come after him. Part of his 
research was on wild animals, and how heavily they had 
mutated over the years. Theories say that magic has caused 
them to grow extra teeth, limbs, eyes, so much that they can 
barely be classified as animals. The people on the Outside 
call them all monsters, and use the existence of these 
monsters to prove how dangerous magic truly is. There is no 
real proof that magic caused these mutations, but no other 
theory could make as much sense. People cling to that 
theory, and Piers knows why. People are afraid of what they 
do not understand. 


He doesn’t realize he’s on the ground until a mutated paw 
comes into view when he looks up, just above his head. 
There’s a green glow coming from just above him, no doubt 
from whatever that paw is connected to, and it’s what’s 
letting him see this horror so clearly. It’s less of a paw, and 
more of a mass of clawed flesh covered in fur, and it’s 
connected to an arm that goes up, up, up past his line of 
sight. There’s a snarl in his ear before there’s teeth in his 
shoulder. 


White hot agony is all he’s familiar with in that moment, but 
he’s still blindly trying to claw away with his arm that’s not 
being torn apart. His fingers dig into the damp floor beneath 
him, but he’s held down firmly by the beast above him. He 
cries out, forgetting all language but his own, and he knows 
he’s not going to make it out. He’s not going to go back 
home and tell his people what he saw. He’s not going to help 
the people who trust him, the people who fought so hard to 
let him do this. He’s going to fail everyone who loves him. 


His hair falls in front of his eyes, slick with sweat and blood 
that’s been flung around by the monster on top of him, and 
he can almost feel how much blood has already poured out 
of him. His vision is going dark, and he stops trying to get 
away. He’s going to die there, and all he can do is let it 
happen. Before his sight is completely gone, while he tries to 
find peace in his inevitable death, he sees the green glow 
dart between him and something in the distance. This thing 
on top of him is looking around at something, like it’s afraid. 
Piers doesn’t even have it in him to fear what’s scaring the 
thing shredding his body, he just lays there ready for 
whatever might come next. In the last moments of his 
consciousness, he hears a whine from the beast and then 
feels it lift off of him a second later. He can’t see it run away, 


and he can’t see what scared it off, but before he passes out 
Piers hears the crunch of leaves under a boot near him, and 
a sad sigh over him. 


Be sure you're never caught by a witch, alright? 


| ‘eard they do terrible things to the people they have no 
use fer. They’re selfish, e’ry last one of ‘em. 


Magic rots a person from the inside out. Never go near 
anyone who uses it. 


Someone told me witches stop being human after a while. 
They don’t eat, they don’t sleep...They don’t even breathe. 


Piers wakes up flat on his back, feeling a lot better than he 
should have. It’s the first thing he notices when he opens his 
eyes, jolting awake like he’s had a terrible dream. His 
shoulder should be terribly painful, he should be in agony 
and yet... he doesn’t feel any of it. It’s still dark when he 
wakes up, and he can’t really make out where he is. He’s not 
in a jail cell. He’s not in the forest. Is he back on his ship? 


Was that whole thing just one horrible, painfully vivid 
dream, and he’s actually in his room back at home ready to 
go about life like none of that had happened? He starts to 
lift himself to greet the day when his shoulder injury makes 
itself known. 


Piers makes it onto his forearm on the side opposite of the 
injury and his shoulder suddenly aches fiercely, sharp and 
pulsing. He feels something tearing around the edges of the 
wound and lets out a strained groan. Slowly, he lowers 
himself back down, gritting his teeth through the pain. Back 
in his original position, he breathes out heavily and reminds 
himself that everything had truly happened. He had been 
taken from his ship. He had been placed in jail. He had 
escaped. He had met that witch. He had been assaulted by 
some kind of monster. And he had been rescued by... 
something. 


He lays there for some time, and he doesn’t want to think 
about where he is. He lays there long enough for the room to 
lighten up around him, and he can see that he’s surrounded 
on all sides by curtains tied to the four posts built around 
the bed he’s in. They’re thin enough to flutter should wind 
come in, but they don't. There’s no window open in this 
room. The bed itself is fairly large, big enough for two, but 
it’s just him. He’s underneath some heavy blankets, 
probably to keep him from moving in his sleep rather than to 
keep him warm. Under his head are two plush pillows, and 
he doesn’t want to imagine who else might have slept on 
them before him. He runs out of things to look at and he still 
doesn’t want to think about anything, so he lets his mind go 
empty. It doesn’t stop the strong, deep dread from settling in 
his stomach though. He knows where he is. He knows who’s 
taking care of him. He just doesn’t want to think about it. 


He lays there not thinking for a few minutes longer until he 
hears a door open. He can’t see out past the curtains around 
the bed, but he knows who opened the door. They walk 
lightly, like they’re trying not to wake him, and the door 
closes quietly. They take slow steps towards the bed, and 
Piers can count the eternities that separate each footfall. 
He’s holding his breath like it’s the only thing he has left, 
and his heart stops when he can see the outline of whoever 
is on the other side of that curtain near his injured shoulder. 
He’s a brave man, the bravest of all of his people, but by the 
gods is he afraid of whatever is making that outline. 


The outline reaches a hand around the curtain, and the hand 
is caked in dirt. Layers of dried earth crack around the 
movement of the hand, which grasps the fabric and pulls it 
aside, pinning it in place. The dirt travels up an arm, all the 
way up to an elbow, before it disappears under the rolled up 
shirtsleeves of whoever the arm belongs to. The shirtsleeves 
aren't dirty, in fact the entire shirt is perfectly clean, but 
there are flecks of fresh mud on the neck of who’s wearing 
the shirt and a large streak of it on the jawline. Sunlight 
filters itself through the stray loose locks of deep brown hair 
that have escaped the tie behind the wearer’s head. Piers 
looks at every feature of this person that he can, but he 
can’t bear to look at the face of who’s staring back at him. 


“You’re awake?” they tilt their head slightly, concerned at 
the sight of Piers. He stares at a spot of mud on their 
collarbone. Something starts to nag at him, but he doesn’t 
want to confront what it is. He lets the person wait for some 
kind of an answer and then lets them realize they won’t get 
one. He sees their head move slightly, looking down at his 
injury no doubt, and the corners of their mouth crinkle into a 
frown. 


“Your shoulder’s opened up,” they say softly. “Try not to 
move too much, alright?” Piers turns his head to the side 
away from them, and the person taking care of him lifts the 
mass of blankets and places them to the side, just enough to 
get to his destroyed shoulder. He really, rea//y , doesn’t want 
to think about who that is, or where he is, or why he’s being 
taken care of by who he thinks that is, but he can feel his 
blood sticking to the bandages that this person is removing 
and the sick feeling in his stomach overpowers any 
reluctancy he has. 


It’s quiet as his injury is tended to. His caregiver is slow, 
intentionally slow, like there’s something on their mind that 
they want to say. No, like they know there’s something on 
Piers’s mind that he’s not saying. There’s an expectation in 
the air, floating above the two of them and ready to crash 
down whenever it feels like it. 


He knows his voice will be hoarse before he even says 
anything, but he doesn’t really care to clear his throat. “How 
long have | been asleep?” He croaks out, and he doesn’t 
hear any answer. “A month,” he tries. “A year?” The 
movement on his injury stops. He’s still facing away, but he 
can feel eyes on him. It’s hard to think of what words to say, 
so he says them slowly, clearly now. “You’re not healing me 
for a good reason, aren’t you?” He’s given more silence, so 
he turns his head to look at who he’s talking to. 


He expects to be met with something unnatural. He thinks 
he’ll see blood red eyes, or all black like the night in the 
forest, set into sunken skin that’s been kept alive for far too 
long. He anticipates rot, or something crawling deep 
beneath the fleshy surface, something that would explain 
and validate every fear he’s had up to this point, but he gets 
none of that. When Piers turns his head, he sees a young 
man staring back at him. Nothing is peeling from his face, 


nothing is slipping from his bones. Just a pair of brown eyes 
looking right back at him. He’s holding a cloth, no blood to 
be seen, and he’s about to place it back onto Piers’s 
shoulder. 


Piers really doesn’t know how to react. It’s not like he can 
move, but he doesn’t want to stay there. If anything, it’s 
more unsettling that he’s face to face with a regular person, 
especially with what he’s experienced. His mouth moves to 
try to form some kind of coherent question, but he can’t get 
anything out and by the time he has an idea of what to say, 
the man has looked away. 


“I’m... sorry, are you an apprentice of some kind?” Piers asks 
finally. 


The young man suppresses a smile, and lifts Piers’s shoulder 
to clean out the back. For some reason it doesn’t hurt when 
he does it, which Piers is thankful for, but now he can’t see 
the man. 


“No,” he says back to Piers. “I’m the only one who lives here. 
The only one in this entire forest.” 


A moment passes with the implication in his sentence, and 
Piers says, “So we... met. The other night.” 


“That we did.” 
“And you saved me.” 
“It would have been wrong not to.” 


Piers thinks on that sentence for a moment. It would’ve been 
wrong not to? But entirely within the bounds of this man’s 
morality to treat him the way he did that night? 


“And the way you spoke to me-” Piers begins, which is then 
interrupted by his caretaker. 


“-Is a nasty habit of mine. My apologies if it caused you any 
distress.” 


Distress is a simple way of putting it, but Piers decides to let 
that part of the conversation pass. He needs to get out of 
this place as soon as possible and in as best condition as 
possible, and the easiest way to do that is to be nice. He 
settles on something easy. 


“Where am I, exactly?” he asks. 


The young man finishes cleaning the back of the wound 
much faster than the front, and then answers, “You're in the 
middle of a forest in Indra. The town you ran from was 
Madra, although from the looks of you | doubt you know 
where you are at all. Strange, considering what they called 
you.” He lays Piers flat on his back again, and places the 
Slightly damp but still perfectly clean cloth on a table beside 
the bed. Piers takes notice of the dirty hands again, but he 
never saw any of the dirt get onto his blankets or clothing. 
The hands occupy themselves with the fresh bandages set 
on the bedside table, and the man prepares to cover the 
wound. 


“Indra... That’s the continent in the Eastern Sea. And Madra 
is on the southeastern end.” 


The bandages are warm as they’re placed on Piers’s skin, 
and if he pretends for a moment, he can feel his injury heal. 
“ Inthe Eastern Sea? Perhaps a few thousand years ago, but 
not now. Certainly not after the earthquakes.” 


Piers suddenly remembers his slip up from his first 
conversation with this man, and the ice is in his stomach 


again. There’s no doubt they both remember Piers saying 
he’s been told witch stories for centuries, but Piers doesn’t 
know if this witch will bring it up. He really can’t have any 
Outsiders know of his heritage, and having a witch know 
would be asking for trouble beyond his imagination. He tries 
his best to move the conversation away from time, but he 
still needs to know about his surroundings, so he asks, 
“Earthquakes?” 


“Yes,” the man answers. “Strange things have been 
happening around the entire world, and those earthquakes 
are just one of the countless things no one can explain. 
Healthy crops die for no reason, entire towns succumb to a 
psychological sickness, and all of Weyard rearranges itself. 
Just more things for us witches to solve.” 


“You... solve these things?” 


“Myself, and any witch who isn’t shunned out of town. 
Stopping the phenomena is the only work the people will 
give us. I’m given more grace than anyone else in this area, 
but even then I’m treated like nothing.” 


"Which is why you’re so hostile towards strangers. Or do 
they treat you poorly because of how you act?" Piers doesn’t 
look at the man when he says this, opting to stare at the wall 
behind him, but he imagines how put off he might be by 
that remark. 


The witch takes a slight pause in his application of the 
bandages, then resumes while taking on a different tone. 
Piers’s intention to make him uncomfortable worked. "I take 
it our first meeting has left a sour taste in your mouth, and | 
aim to fix that. While | can't guarantee your forgiveness, | 
can guarantee a change in my behavior," he finishes with 


the last bandage and looks Piers directly in the face, then 
says, "May | start with offering my name?" 


Piers takes a moment to really study this witch's face, 
analyzes every inch of his expression. He genuinely looks 
sorry, but Piers can't tell if it's an act or not. Witch stories are 
consistent in many things, and the skill of faking emotions is 
a staple, but still... Piers can't do anything else about his 
situation. He's injured and he can't get on with his mission if 
he doesn't make amends with this man. The easiest thing to 
do is to just forgive him. Even if it means falling into some 
trap. 


"You may," Piers sighs, giving in to whatever it is that this 
witch wants. 


The witch smiles back ever so slightly, and says, "My name 
is Felix. I'm referred to as the Venus Guardian around here. 
And you are?" 


"Piers," he says back. "I'm a traveler. | haven't heard anyone 
speak of you by name or by title and I've been on this 
continent for at least a month." 


Felix turns away and then moves out of sight for a moment, 
reaching somewhere in the room past the bed's curtains and 
returns with a chair. He sits right next to the bedside table, 
and Piers can't help but think that the witch is trapping him 
there even further. The witch carries on with the 
conversation and says, "People don't like to speak about 
witches, most of all a Guardian. It's superstition, really. 
Speak of them and they shall appear." He waves a hand 
around at that, and Piers notices that it's perfectly clean. He 
doesn't know what that means. He also doesn't know what 
this witch is talking about, at least in terms of "Guardians" 


and whatnot. He's about to ask when he's cut off by the 
witch changing the subject. 


"You said you're a traveler, correct?" Felix's tone gets more 
pointed then. 


Piers's brows knit slightly at the question. He can guess 
what the witch wants to ask next, but he can’t find a way out 
of it. Cautiously, he says, “Yes.” 


"And it's safe to assume you're not from anywhere far up 
north, right?" There's that tone again, the light and 
accusatory one from the night they first met. 


He tries to keep calm, but Piers's mouth goes dry and he 
feels his hands start to sweat. The only people who look like 
him are from the far north, but the witch knows he's not from 
there. How? 


As if reading his mind, Felix says, "The Madrans talked about 
you a lot. They called you some terrible names that | don’t 
care to repeat, but no description of you added up to make 
you a northerner. | couldn’t make sense of any of it... and 
then | remembered something | had learned when | was 
younger.” He pauses to adjust the way he’s sitting, leaning 
back in his chair and raising his chin to bring some 
physicality to the authority he has now. “There was 
something you said in the forest, that you had heard stories 
of witches before. Funny, us 'Outsiders', we keep stories too. 
Stories of the people with the blue hair and yellow eyes, the 
ones who live for ages. The ones /n the Eastern Sea, on the 
island of Lemuria." 


Piers becomes frozen at the mention of his home, all except 
for his heart. It beats loudly in his ears, and he clenches his 
jaw like somehow that’ll still the movement. His eyes dart 
around the witch’s face, looking for something that might 


tell him that none of this is real, but all his eyes can settle on 
is that streak of mud still on the side of his cheek. This man 
has him pinned right where he wants him, and Piers wonders 
if he ever even used magic to do it. 


Felix continues with his monologue, knowing Piers is too 
shocked to interrupt him. “Your people’s isolation came just 
before our most powerful magic was sealed away. Since 
then, our world has all but collapsed while yours continues 
to thrive, and | need to know why. | need to do this so | can 
save this world from dying.” He starts to have an edge to his 
voice, almost like he’s begging Piers to understand why 
they’re having this conversation, but again Piers is unsure of 
whether this whole thing is an act. Felix continues, “It’s 
common knowledge that only a Lemurian can enter the 
island, but no one knows why. No one knows why the land is 
untouched by the severe changes that happen out here, or 
why all of you live for so long. Nothing can make sense of it, 
nothing explains why these things can happen. Of course, 
none except magic.” 


The mention of magic frees Piers from whatever hold there is 
on him. He feels a vicious change inside, something electric 
and angry. He doesn’t want to be nice to this witch anymore. 
This witch doesn’t deserve any kindness from him. He 
doesn’t even care that his life has been saved, in fact he’s 
probably better off dead because at least that monstrosity in 
the woods wouldn’t have tried to get him to betray 
everything he’s ever known for some fucking witch! And the 
fact that that witch has the nerve to say Lemuria is the way 
it is because of magic . Magic doesn’t taint the lands of 
Lemuria. Magic doesn’t stain the hands of his people. Magic 
doesn’t exist in that part of the world. So he says his next 
sentence in a way that will get through to this witch, in the 
clearest terms he possibly can. He says it slowly, eyes wide 
and in a near whisper, “ There is no magic in Lemuria. ” 


Felix is unfazed and he holds eye contact, looking deep into 
Piers. “And that is the other side of my task,” he says, slowly 
bringing his chin down and leveling his gaze. “The land of 
Lemuria is governed by some form of magic, and yet its 
people know nothing of it. Considering your reaction, I’m 
certain none of you want to know. But change must come to 
both my land and yours, and it will so long as | make it 
there.” 


Piers’s face contorts in disgust at the witch’s selfishness. 
Who is he to say this of a place he’s never been, to say he'll 
bring change to people he’s never seen? “And you-,” he spits 
out. “You want me to take you there!” He lifts himself from 
the bed, pushing himself into a sitting position and reaching 
his entire torso out so he’s right in the witch’s face. If it’s 
painful, he doesn’t feel it. “You want me to betray my people 
by letting an Outsider in. For what? So you can poison us 
with magic ?” 


The two of them hold that position for a long time, with Piers 
just inches away from Felix. The witch is unreadable, and it 
gets under Piers’s skin even more, but he doesn’t know what 
else to say. A bead of sweat trails down the side of Piers’s 
face, agonizingly, while he waits for a response. Felix’s eyes 
flick down, breaking the eye contact, before he flicks them 
back up to continue speaking. 


“Well...” He’s looking for the right words to say, clearly 
thinking of a new strategy. Piers takes this as a victory, 
delighting in the fact that he’s got this witch on his toes. Of 
course, the victory is short lived when the witch says back to 
him, “You don’t have anywhere else to stay, do you?” 


The question throws him for a moment, and then Piers 
realizes he’s right. He doesn’t even have the coin to stay the 
night at an inn, should he find one. 


"And everyone on this continent and the ones surrounding it 
know that the Madrans had caught you. It's no doubt that 
they'll soon find out of your escape, and then you'll have 
people from every town looking to capture you and sell you 
back.” In an instant he’s regained his level-headedness, 
almost like Piers had never made him question his plan. 
Piers starts to shrink back down out of Felix’s face as his 
anger leaves him and dread takes its place. “Do you really 
believe your worth lies in a jail cell?" 


That hits him hard, and Piers’s head starts to spin as it wraps 
around the reality of his entire situation. Those townspeople 
are going to want him back, and when they get him back 
they’re going to unleash their wrath upon him. Even if he 
wasn’t injured, he couldn’t survive on his own against those 
people, or anyone looking to cash in on the bounty over his 
head. Still, he wants to look like he has control over his fate, 
and he says, "I don’t believe my worth lies in helping a 
witch. You may have tried to influence my decision by taking 
me in and saving my life, but | Know what | value. I’d much 
rather die fighting for my people than spend the rest of my 
life working for the likes of you." 


That’s what gets Felix. He scoffs and quickly stands, 
knocking his chair out from under him in the process. 
Whatever he’s been doing to keep his cool has stopped 
working now that his grand plan is being threatened by the 
one piece he needs to make it work. His jaw is clenched 
tightly, and he works his last words out around it while his 
eyes narrow. “You have no idea of what’s happening to this 
world. Weyard will tear itself apart, and when it does you'll 
know that you chose not to stop it.” He snatches the unused 
bandages and disturbingly clean cloth from the bedside 
table and storms out of the room without any other words. 
The door slams behind him, and the pin that’s held up the 


curtain around the bed falls to the floor, the curtain slowly 
falling back into its original place soon after. 


Piers lets himself fall back into bed, bringing his hands up to 
cover his face in exasperation. He groans into them and lets 
his hands drag down his face, looking out between his 
fingers . He notices how hard he’s breathing and how tight 
his throat’s starting to feel. He’s always hated how it 
constricts after an argument, so he swallows the feeling 
down hard and tries to steady his breathing but he’s just so 
damn tired. He's tired of his plan falling so far off track. He’s 
tired of being roped into things by other people. He’s tired of 
being away from home. 


Home. He pulls his hands from his face to see if that red 
cloth is still around his wrist, and thankfully it is. He ghosts 
his fingers over it for a long time while his breath finally 
slows and before the real exhaustion settles in. He lets his 
arms drop back to his sides as he sighs sadly. How is any of 
this going to work out for him? 


His eyes are heavy, and he doesn’t have it in him to fight it. 
He’s been sleeping forever, it seems, and yet all he can do is 
fall asleep again. He should be thankful that he has another 
day to close his eyes, but he doesn’t want to be. He doesn’t 
want to do a lot of things, it seems, but now that he’s away 
from everything familiar to him he doesn’t seem to have a 
choice. He can’t go back home, and he can’t run away. So he 
sleeps. 


